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but these grandiloquently-narned armies which together mustered
barely the strength of two British divisions, were poorly armed, with
few guns. Only scanty air support was available for the theatre,
and the Japanese air force, the efficiency of which we had much
under-rated, quickly established growing ascendancy which
eventually became uncontested;
Our isolated posts in the Tenasserim isthmus at Port Victoria
had already been attacked in mid-December, 1941, and compelled
to evacuate by sea, and two weeks later two destructive hostile air
raids on Rangoon caused such heavy civilian losses, followed by
a mass flight of the population, as for a time to put that vital base
port practically out of action. In mid-January, 1942, the enemy
opened a converging attack on the lyth Indian Division's front,
one division pressing northwards up the Tenasserim isthmus
and another division westwards across the Siamese frontier against
the lower Salween. Our troops were quickly driven back in dis-
order across the river at Moulmein, after the capture of which
the Japanese paused to reorganise and bring up a fresh division,
so that, despite the arrival of an infantry and an armoured brigade
at Rangoon, our numerical inferiority, so far from being redressed,
was rather increased. Resuming their advance on February n,
they occupied Martaban after a two-day action, and, simultaneously
crossing the Salween higher ;up-stream, drove our troops back to
the line of the BUin river. Here the iyth Division, disorganised and
battleworn, suffered severe defeat; a Japanese column, coming in
from the north and reaching the river bank, cut off two of its
brigades and the only bridge being prematurely destroyed, all its guns
and vehicles and most of its small arms were lost, and two-thirds
of its 9,000 infantrymen wexe taken prisoners.
This disaster sealed the fate of Rangoon. General Alexander,
the new commander in Burma, found on his arrival that Japanese
troops in greatly superior numbers were closing in on the city from
Toungoo and Pegu to the north-east, and from the Sittang to the
east, while a small detachment had landed from the estuary south
of.it; and a drive by the northernmost hostile column past the north
of Pegu to the Rangoon-Prome road threatened to cut off the retreat
of the remnant of the ryth Division. The evacuation of Rangoon
was ordered on March 7, while the ist Burma Division, which was
still holding the upper Sittang, was also ordered back to the Irrawaddy
north of Prome. Our troops retreating from Rangoon were fortu-
nately able to force their way past a succession of road blocks erected
by the enemy athwart their roads of retreat, and both divisions were
reunited around Prome and reorganised to form the ist Burma Corps
under General Slim. But our strategic situation was now a highly
unfavourable one; the boss of Rangoon had cut our sea communica-
tions with India, and there were no usable land routes over the